
Summary: The period of the Judges was
characterised by cycles of idolatry and
punishment through subjugation by foreign
kings, followed by periods of deliverance and
freedom led by each judge. The first judge to
rule over the people was Otniel, the son of
Kenaz and nephew of Calev, who brought 40
years of tranquillity to the people.
Ehud followed Otniel. He fought off 18
years of Moabite oppression by killing
Eglon the Moabite king. 

A Deeper Look: Ehud is described as 
“a man with a closed right hand”
(Shoftim 3:15), meaning that he was
left-handed. The Metzudat David
(Rabbi David ben Zimra d.1572)
explains that this was significant in
his assassination of Eglon, whose
oppression of the Jewish people had
become unbearable. Ehud concealed a double-
edged dagger in his garments on his right thigh
so it would be easy to extract with his left
hand. 

After bringing a tribute to present to Eglon,
Ehud informed the king that he had brought a
secret message from G-d. Eglon arose from his
throne to hear the message and at that
moment, Ehud seized the dagger with his
dominant left hand, thus taking Eglon by
surprise. He thrust it into Eglon’s belly until the

fat closed around the hilt, thus ending 18 years
of bitter oppression.

The Midrash (Tanchuma Vayechi 14) describes
a Torah scholar as a cherev pifiyot, a double
edged sword – those who study Torah, like
Ehud, derive nourishment from both the

physical and spiritual worlds. While
Ehud used the most practical weapon,
it also signified that the Jewish people,

who had lost their connection to Torah,
were saved through Torah. 

The Midrash comments further that
despite being wicked, Eglon was
rewarded for rising from his throne
out of respect for G-d, in order to
hear the prophecy brought by Ehud.
For this one act he merited
righteous descendants through

Ruth, the great-great-grandmother of King
Shlomo (Solomon). The Talmud (Sotah 47a)
goes further, mentioning the merit of Eglon’s
ancestor, the wicked Balak who nonetheless
brought sacrifices to G-d, although not for 
the sake of Heaven (Bemidbar 23:29). 
This teaches us that it is better to perform 
G-d’s commandments even without the right
intent, than not doing them at all. The act 
of doing them – no matter what – may
eventually inspire us to perform them properly
for the sake of Heaven.
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The Book of Shofetim (Judges) Chapters 2 & 3
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, Northwood United Synagogue
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The Nature of a Blessing by Rabbi Chaim Gross
Editor, Daf Hashavua

When Ya’akov was terminally ill, Yosef brought
his two sons Ephraim and Menasheh to see
their grandfather. Yosef placed the older son
Menasheh on Ya’akov’s right hand side and 
the younger Ephraim on Ya’kov’s left. Yosef
anticipated that Ya’akov would place his
stronger right hand on Menasheh, to confer a
stronger blessing. However, when Ya’akov
actually blessed his grandchildren, he crossed
over his hands, so that his stronger right hand
was on Ephraim’s head. Yosef was unhappy and
tried to swap his father’s hands. Ya’akov
resisted, telling Yosef that whilst
Menasheh would have some
great descendants, Ephraim’s
line would be more impressive
(Bereishit 48:13-20).

Rashi (d.1105) explains that
Ya’akov saw with prophetic
vision that although Menasheh’s
tribe would include the great warrior Gidon,
Ephraim’s tribe would surpass this by including
Yehoshua, who took the Jewish nation into 
the Land of Israel and taught them Torah.

A simple question can be asked. Why did
Ya’akov not keep his hands where Yosef had
initially placed them, using his blessing to
change the destiny that he had foreseen?
Surely if he had placed his right hand on
Menasheh, his descendants could have become
superior?

A second question arises later in the sidrah.
Ya’akov said parting words to all of his sons
individually. After the conclusion of these
words, the Torah relates:
“These are the tribes of Israel, 12 of them… He
[Ya’akov] blessed each of them, each one
according to his blessing he [Ya’akov] blessed
them” (ibid 49:28).

However, this appears strange. A look at the
earlier verses reveals that Reuven was actually

castigated for being too hasty and
that Shimon and Levi were
berated by Ya’akov for their
violence towards Shechem and
their aggression towards Yosef
(ibid 49:3-7 with Rashi). So why
does the Torah refer to all 12 tribes
receiving his “blessing”?

In relation to the first question – as to why
Ya’akov switched his hands – Rabbi Yerucham
Leibovitz (d.1936) writes that it is a miscon-

ception to think that another
person’s blessing can re-write
the recipient’s destiny or their
potential. If the tribe of
Menasheh did not have the
potential to have a leader of the
calibre of Yehoshua, not even a
person as great as Ya’akov could
change that.

We are all tasked with working hard to achieve
our own unique destiny and to maximise our
own potential. No-one can do that work for us,
and no-one can change the specific role that
we have been individually assigned. The most
that Ya’akov’s blessing could do was to help
reveal the nature of those roles to Ephraim 
and Menasheh and encourage them to fulfil
their individual tasks.

Perhaps this principle also answers our second
question, why the Torah refers to Ya’akov’s
harsh words to Reuven, Shimon and Levi as
‘blessings’. If a blessing was simply a free gift or
a short-cut to success, the term would be
incongruous. However, given that a blessing is
in fact a means of exposing the recipient to his
unique role, then the constructive criticism
from a loving father did exactly that job –
Ya’akov was helping his sons to realise what
they had to fix in themselves to achieve the
greatness that was within their reach. 



Back in early 1994, it was a very regular
Shabbat at Kingsbury United Synagogue. I
was a 3rd year student at Leeds University,
about to begin my year as National
Education Coordinator for the Union of
Jewish Students. At the youth kiddush, I was
pulled aside by Rabbi Maurice Hool, then
the community Rabbi, who mentioned to
me that he had something he wished to
show me which he felt could be very
powerful for students. He asked me to come
round to his house after Shabbat.

Intrigued, I turned up
later that night and
was asked to read an
article in The Jewish
Tribune, a newspaper
then mainly serving the
Orthodox communities
in Stamford Hill and Golders Green. The
article was about a siyum ceremony that
completed the learning of six million
mishnayot which had been collectively
learnt by 20,000 children of the Charedi
community in Israel. What was unique
about the siyum was that each child had
learnt in the memory of a child that was
murdered in the Holocaust. The idea was
conceived by a Rabbi Shapira from Kiryat
Sanz, who had the original idea back in 1985.

The article in the newspaper was inspiring
and very emotional. The siyum ended with a
survivor blowing a shofar that had been
smuggled into one of the concentration
camps. Thousands of Jewish children had
been learning in memory of thousands of
kedoshim – holy children – who never had
the chance to continue their learning.

Rabbi Hool turned to me to explain that he
believed that this concept could be taken to
the wider Jewish world and especially to
students. Approximately 10 months later,
the 50 days for 50 years project was born,
based on the concepts that I had read in the
article. Approximately 5000 students
engaged in the project.

Twenty years later, we are on the cusp of a
global project that is surpassing all
expectations. It stretches as far as 
Los Angeles, Chile,  Australia, Canada and
South Africa. Estimates suggest that by 

end of the year (70 days 
projects will be happening

throughout 2015)
close to one million
Jews could have been
involved in learning

the 70 essays in memory of one victim of
the Holocaust.

This started with one Rabbi in Israel all
those years ago, who had the original idea. 
I met Rabbi Shapira just after the 50 days
project. He was a saintly man and I tried to
tell him in my broken Hebrew what his idea
had become and how it had inspired so
many students to learn more about their
Jewish identity. 

In just over three weeks’ time we will launch
the project in Jerusalem, a project in which 
I hope everyone will be involved. I for one,
when I stand in Jerusalem in 17 days time,
will think about two Rabbis, Rabbi Shapira 
and Rabbi Hool. Thanks to their seemingly
small contribution, we have the global 
project today. 

A Global Project, from Local Beginnings
by Rabbi Andrew Shaw, Director of US Living & Learning

70 Days for
70 Years
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Last week we noted that the Rashash (Rabbi
Shmuel Schtrashoun d.1777) observed that
when it comes to the prohibition of cooking
milk and meat, the Mishnah (Chullin 8:1)
uses the same words as the Torah – ‘meat’
and ‘milk’. Yet when stating the Rabbinic
injunction of not placing them both on the
same table, instead of referring to milk, the
Mishnah used the word ‘cheese’. To explain
the Mishnah’s choice of words, the
Rashash made three diyukim
(inferences) about three
separate aspects of this law.
The first was mentioned in
Part 1. The other two are:

1. As mentioned last week, one
of the steps needed after eating a
dairy meal is washing hands to make
sure no residue remains (rechitza) before
eating something meaty. The Rashash infers
from the Mishnah’s stressing of the word
“cheese” that this hand washing is only
necessary if one ate cheese – i.e. a dairy
food that was held in one’s hands. This
would exclude actual milk, since it cannot
be held in one’s hands, but rather requires a
container or cup to be able to drink it. 

2.  If two people are eating together at a
table and one is eating meat and the other
dairy, they have to place something
between them to remind them not to share
food with one another and transgress the

prohibition of eating milk and meat
together – this is called a heker. Typical
examples of such a heker are separate
placemats, or putting something distinctive
on the table that is not usually between
them when eating. 

The Rashash writes that the Mishnah’s
emphasis on the word “cheese” impacts this

area as well. The requirement of a
heker is dependent upon the

possibility of the food
getting mixed up – the
person eating cheese
might end up eating

meat, and vice versa. 

Without the aid of the cup,
the milk would not even be able

to be drunk, let alone be possibly mixed up
with the meat on the table. Therefore, he
posits, if one is drinking milk at the same
table with someone else eating meat, no
further heker is required. The cup itself is an
in-built heker.

The basic halachah seems to follow the
Rashash’s diyuk. However, several con-
temporary authorities feel that it is worth-
while to be stringent, based upon some
people’s inclination to ‘dip’ food (which 
in this case may have some meaty residue)
into coffee and the common occurrence of
an open cup of coffee spilling. 

The Halachic Power of a Diyuk Part 2
by Rabbi Yehuda Spitz, KLBD

An in-Depth 
look at Kashrut

Diyuk


